In recent years there has been a cultural-scientific shift in the ways in which ageing and sexuality are represented. This has been most notable in the popular media where the predominant portrayal of asexual old age is increasingly accompanied by newer images of the 'sexy oldie'. While this shift counters conventional stereotypes of the asexual and disengaged elderly, the implications for seniors of such a change have not yet been adequately researched. Do senior viewers read images of sexy oldies as a challenge to traditional framings of older people as not sexually desirable, desirous, or capable? Do such portrayals disrupt the 'unwatchability' of elderly bodies and sexuality? This article draws on material from a reception study of seniors' readings of the film The Mother (2003) and focuses on the tensions and contradictions within and between the responses of focus groups of men and women (aged 49-85). In particular, I explore the ways in which some female participants' affective responses of 'disgust' to a filmic image of a naked, sexually active woman in her 60s, work to reconstitute it as 'unwatchable'.
draw on Kathleen Woodward's (1991) notion of the 'unwatchability' of images of elderly nudes and apply it to later life sexuality. Justine Coupland also uses this concept to explain how 'even mildly sexual scenes' between actors in their 60s in an episode of the television soap opera Eastenders provoked large numbers of written complaints, which described the scene as 'revolting', 'horrible' and 'unnecessary' (2000:13) , that is, as 'unwatchable'. There is, however, a gendered dimension to the 'unwatchability' of portrayals of later life sexuality which is not signalled in the accounts above. In film, for example, it is the older woman's body which remains hidden from the spectator (Markson, 2003:99) and is not displayed nude or semi-nude even if portrayed in a sexual role (Oberg, 2003:116) . This reflects a gendered 'double-standard of ageing' (Ginn and Arber, 1993; Sontag, 1997) in which older men are more likely to be portrayed as competent and sexual, while older women are rarely seen as 'capable and independent, never as sexually attractive' (Itzin, 1986: 126) . Thus, although countless films portray older men as romantically and sexually involved with younger women it is rare for the love object to be an elderly woman (Markson, 2003: 92) . There are two notable exceptions: The Graduate (1967) and the cult film Harold and Maude (1971) , however, in both films the sexual activity is implied rather than seen.
In Harold and Maude, for example, Maude's semi-naked, sexually engaged body is never seen. Hal Ashby, the director, faced pressure from the studio which prevented him from filming Maude (aged 79 and ¾) and Harold (around 20) 'making love':
We didn't actually have a scene of them making love, but I wish I'd shot it. … Paramount said it would be too tough for people. I said, 'That's sort of what the whole movie is about, a boy falling in love with an old woman; the sexual aspect doesn't have to be distasteful'. They said it would turn everybody off. I was crazy about the footage. But it was a losing battle (Ashby cited in Shedlin, 1972) 
(italics added).
The film, in fact, provides a particularly loaded commentary on what the viewer is not seeing when a priest tells Harold:
I would be remiss in my duties if I did not tell you that the idea of intercourse and the fact of your firm, young, body commingling with withered flesh, sagging breasts and buttocks makes me want to vomit (cited in Markson, 2003:92-93 ) (italics added).
Here, the sexually active, unclothed older woman's body as imagined by the priest (and potentially the viewer) provokes revulsion. It is a body that should not be seen, which remains 'taboo' (Markson, 2003:98) , and which provokes 'almost visceral disgust' (Melamed cited in Sobchack, 1999:202) . What then happens when elder sexuality and, in particular, the sexual, semi-naked older woman's body become increasingly visible in popular culture?
Enter 'Sexy Oldies'
Since the 1990s representations of the 'sexy oldie' (Gott, 2005) have appeared in advertising, television and film. These can be located within a cultural scientific shift in which lifelong sexual function has become a primary component of achieving successful ageing in general (Katz and Marshall, 2003:12) . Print and television advertisements for products as diverse as Viagra (and other 'Erectile Dysfunction' medications), Olivio, Continental Soup and Telecom now portray older couples as romantically and/or sexually engaged. Films such The Cemetery Club (1993, Directed Bill Duke) and Autumn in Paradise (1995, Directed by Richard Hobert) also portray images of elderly couples' sexuality. What we have here is 'a new kind of representational practice in popular culture' (Gill et al., 2005:38) in which older bodies are depicted as erotic/sexual. Such representations potentially challenge the invisibility/unwatchability of later life sexuality and the double standard of ageing.
However, Bildtgard's (2000) analysis of nine films representing later life sexuality (which screened in Sweden between 1990 Sweden between -1995 indicates that such representations are double-edged. Although these films appear to challenge discourses of asexual old age, the portrayals of sexual relationships between seniors are limiting because they 'have to be affectionate ' or romanticized (2000:173) , and 'elderly people who are sexually active have to be "well-preserved" ' (2000:174) . Furthermore, the gendered double-standard of ageing is at work in all nine films with elderly women portrayed less often than sexually active elderly men and the usual sexual combination being that of an elderly man and a younger woman (with no examples of the opposite situation) (Bildtgard, 2000:175-6 ). Bildtgard also highlights a 'significant silence' in that 'none of these films actually shows an elderly couple having sex, it is only hinted at ' (2000:176) . Thus, the common assumption that elderly people's sex lives are more or less non-existent is reconstructed (Bildtgard, 2000:180 average looks who dresses in dowdy outfits that make her look a decade older still' (Rhodes, 2004) . Even in the film itself, May describes herself as 'a shapeless old lump'. Thus, the film portrays not only a sexually agentic older woman who initiates a sexual relationship with a younger man, but also the semi-naked body of May which is 'not morphed by cosmetic surgery' (Markson, 2003:99) . This is not a portrayal of a 'well-preserved' (Bildtgard, 2000) older woman (in contrast with Erica in Something's Gotta Give). The Mother also portrays the older female protagonist in a sexual encounter with an older man which is neither romanticized nor part of an emotional relationship in which sex is 'merely an aside' (Bildtgard, 2000:173) .
In what ways might these new representational practices in The Mother challenge the 'unwatchability' of elder sexuality and the double standard of ageing? One way to address this question is with a textual analysis of the film. This will not, however, tell us how audiences 'will view these images' (Williams et al., 2007:19) . With the exception of a few interpretive investigations, little is known about the processes through which media representations of ageing are socially negotiated (Hodgetts et al., 2003:420) The theatre in Manhattan was packed for today's early afternoon showing with well over half the audience in the range of May's age. That some were shocked or disturbed to see her disporting herself with erotic abandon in the arms of a much younger man is an understatement (Stein, 2004) .
In contrast, another reviewer argues that the film should provoke 'cheering' from women, '[t] he women in the audience will cheer the idea that a young man, so handsome … can indeed feel romantic love for a much older woman' (Karten, 2004 and discussion has on a group's responses to the film (if any at all). Nevertheless, it is crucial to question the idea that viewing a film in the research setting provides more 'authenticity' of responses (see Dahlgren, 1992) . All talk is contextual and each context will influence the conversation. Talk in any context cannot be taken as transparently meaningful, but rather should be seen as a complex social construct which is a product of the particular environment in which it occurs. As long as we acknowledge the particular context of the research and analyse our material accordingly, the viewing of a film prior to discussion is a useful and practical strategy.
Group discussions lasted between 1-2 hours and followed a semi-structured format.
The discussion guide addressed: perceptions of ageing and sexual activity in later life: performative: they involve not just corporeal intensities but also speech acts. At the same time they also generate effects (Ahmed, 2004:14, 84) . For example, disgust, Ahmed argues, maintains power relations in the hierarchising of bodies (Ahmed, 2004:88) . In the latter part of this article I consider the 'work that emotions do' (Ahmed 2004 ) with respect to the visibility of older women's bodies, in particular, the ways in which the disgust, self-disgust and shame, articulated by many female participants, re-produce the 'unwatchability' of the older, sexually agentic woman's body.
When presenting extracts from the focus groups I have omitted word repetitions and all speech hesitations (i.e. terms such as 'um' and 'ah'). Both the media portrayal, and societal acceptance, of older men as sexual partners for younger women, and the invisibility of/resistance to older women as sexual partners for younger men, was framed as 'unfair'. Jane (82:G2), for example, bemoans the fact that 'men are allowed to be dirty old men, but women aren't allowed to be dirty old women'. In all the women's groups often lengthy stories about sexual relationships between older women and younger men were told to illustrate that such relationships can, and do, work. For example: a 60 year off woman who set off on a 'sex holiday' with younger men in mind (group 1); a 47 year old woman with a 27 year old man (group 2); a woman who married a man 18 years her junior (group 3); the New 1997:20) . Men, in contrast, Sontag argues, remain 'sexually eligible' well into old age (1997). The male participants draw on and reproduce these discourses and do not reflect on their own bodily changes with ageing or how younger, or contemporary, women might see their ageing bodies.
There seems to be an assumption that young women (around 20 years of age) will still find them attractive even though the men are 'no longer interested' (Ian). In other words, they do not question their own sexual eligibility in the same way they do for women.
Ageing femininity: 'Sagging' bodies/breasts, sexual ineligibility and social invisibility
All group discussions focused on the ways in which the physical changes associated with ageing are marked for women in ways they are not for men. Older women have become more invisible as time goes on within this society. Joanne (62:G1): I think that is true. And I think that if I confess the truththat when I was young and attractive I would use that, not in any terrible way, but as one way of achieving power and influencing people. Now I feel more invisible and can't use those things effectively any longer.
[…] Rebecca (55:G1): I think advertising is influencing us a tremendous amount […] [it] makes us think that the only thing that's okay is to look young or whatever.
[…] There's a great obsession with the reduction of wrinkles and a young body to be alright.
The male participants above frame their response to 'saggy old breasts' as socially constructed as they explain how they have been 'trained' or 'brainwashed' to be 'turned off' to older women's bodies. They thus reflect on the ways in which such cultural images and metaphors are instrumental in constituting their desires and emotions (Holstein, 2006:323) . This works to both explain and justify why they are not sexually attracted to women their own age. They do acknowledge that they could 'train' themselves to find 'saggy old breasts' attractive but, as Andrew says, are unwilling to even try. Here participants reflect on the way they are constituted by discourses and thus, in a sense, inevitably 'determined', as well as conceptualizing themselves as agents with the possibility for re-constructing their identities (which, in this context, they reject).
Female participants also acknowledge the social construction of older women's bodies as 'saggy and unattractive'. In particular, 'social stereotypes' of femininity are reproduced through the media with its focus on reducing the visible signs of ageing in order to be 'alright'. As the 'accomplishment' (Laz, 2003) of femininity in western culture continues to be measured in terms of youthful physical appearance and sexual attractiveness, the physical changes associated with ageing can constitute a failure of sorts. One consequence is that older women undergo a 'process of transformation' in which they become 'socially invisible' (Oberg and Tornstam, 1999:633) . For Joanne (and other female participants) this invisibility is experienced as a loss of power.
As with the older women in Frida Furman's study of beauty shop culture, the female participants' 'reading' of their bodies was in 'constant tension with images of youth'.
(1997:104). 'Armed with negative, incapacitating images of old age' many women thus struggled 'to push away the reality' of their own ageing (Furman 1997:99 (2003) and Fairhurst (1998) in which they suggest that, for women, appearance is the principle dimension of embodiment which includes shame and discomfort.
Some female participants, however, resisted the negative framing of ageing and reinterpreted the visible signs of ageing, for example: 
To look or not to look? Gendered embodiment and reading May
One of the most striking features of the focus group discussions was the response of many women to the portrayal of May in a sexual relationship with Darren in The
Mother. Although female participants critiqued the gendered double standard of ageing and enthusiastically discussed sexual relationships between older women and younger men most, however, responded with disgust to the filmic portrayal of May in a sexual relationship with Darren. For some participants this was related to May initiating a sexual relationship with her daughter's boyfriend, however, for others it was more specifically about the 'sight' of May in bed with Darren. For example:
Tania (52:G1): I found it bizarre because [May] was quite old. I mean I can imagine younger women going with a very young man. That I can understand. But she was getting old […] She was just so old and the disparity between her and him was so great. I couldn't understand how he would find her attractive.
[…] I just find it gross.
Felicity (73:G2): [In] the film, I just thought, when they got into bed, please keep it out of sight. Even though I quite approve of the woman having a sexual relationship with anyone she chooses if she's happy, I'm so conditioned, I just thought, please don't pull that sheet down. I didn't want to see an old bust, old and sagging breasts with this beautiful young body. Justine (66:G2): Yes it was awful. I can't bear to see it. I'm all in favour of sex until you're 150 but I hate to see old women like that. I thought that was revolting, because she was older.
[…]
Felicity's anxiety at the very idea of seeing 'an old bust, old and sagging breasts with this beautiful young body' is reminiscent of the words of the priest in Harold and Maude (above). While Justine is 'all in favour of sex until you're 150', neither she nor Felicity want to 'see' an older woman 'like that'. Whether female participants draw on dominant discourses in which physical changes associated with ageing for women constitute a loss of (sexual) attractiveness, or re-interpret these as markers of character and thus potentially of (sexual) attractiveness, they nonetheless respond to
May with varying degrees of disgust. For example, Justine, at 66 years of age, no longer feels attractive, and could not 'bear to see' the image of May: it 'was revolting, because she was older'. However, while the physical changes associated with ageing do not 'worry' Felicity, she also responds to the image of May with, 'please keep it out of sight … please don't pull that sheet down.'
In contrast, male participants accepted the portrayal of May in a sexual relationship with Darren and none expressed anything approaching disgust in their talk about the sexual scenes. In fact, they discussed the relationship in relative detail (in comparison to the women who resisted talking about it) and some found May 'attractive':
Howard (53:G6): I think that if you imagine a woman who happens to be older, you think 'oh she's not going to turn me on'. But, in fact, if you give it time and you end up in a situation where things can happen, as they did in this movie, the way they tend to develop, I think it can become very satisfying for both parties in spite of an age difference. These participants describe the film as offering viewers the possibility of thinking differently about, and challenging, normative understandings of femininity, ageing and sexuality. For Bruce this requires 'courage', 'introspection' and 'guts' in order for a viewer to reflect on their existing ways of thinking or 'prejudice' (Alex). Alex does not argue for a simplistic 'cause and effect' model in which the film directly influences behaviour, but rather a more subtle process of meaning contestation which opens up spaces, and gives permission, for viewers to challenge dominant discourses of older women as not desiring or desirable. They also suggest that the film will potentially impact on female viewers: Mark (54:G6): […] It might encourage a woman of the same age as what the mother was in that film, to say that 'I don't need to deny myself this'. Sure it has an impact.
[…] People can relate to characters in movies and say, 'okay that's a possibility for me. It's okay to do that because someone else is doing it'. Nathan (64:G7): I wouldn't be surprised if some [women] would be stimulated by seeing the film saying, 'I'm in a similar situation and why don't I break out and be myself, my sexual being'.
Yet, as illustrated above, many female participants do not even want to look at this 'new' representation. In 'performing' (Ahmed, 2004) disgust or revulsion as they engage with an image of an older woman's body they in fact re-produce this body as disgusting. Emotion, such as disgust, is not either 'in' the participants or the image of the ageing woman's body, but is an effect of the encounter which draws on cultural norms, discourses and histories (Ahmed, 2004) . Both male and female participants draw on discourses of ageing femininity and thus, in one sense, 'must already know' that the ageing woman's body is 'disgusting' (Ahmed, 2004:10) . In other words, they have an image of the old woman's body which is shaped by cultural discourses and memories, for example, the cultural 'revulsion to the specificity of female ageing' (Kaplan, 1999:172 to oneself (ibid.). Thus, the emotions felt or articulated by female participants are closer to self-disgust because the bad feeling is also attributed to their own bodies, as illustrated in their talk about feeling dislike, embarrassment and shame for the changes in their bodies as they age (see also Hurd, 2000; Furman, 1997) . In this context the boundary between disgust for an/other and self-disgust/shame for oneself blurs, that is, it is not possible to 'expel' the 'badness' completely because the participants 'embody the very discourses and bodily knowledges' (Murray, 2005:160) of ageing femininity.
What is significant in this study is the 'work emotions do' (Ahmed, 2004 ) with respect to the visibility of the older woman's body, in particular, the rejection of 'the sight' of May, as well as participants' increasing resistance to looking at themselves ('you stop looking in the mirror quite so often') and being seen by others ('I wouldn't want to meet another man because I would be so conscious about my body').
Participants' anxieties about both looking at and being seen were translated onto the sexually engaged body of May in the film. This is demonstrated in this final extract which refers to a sexual encounter in which May was lying face down on the bed as Shame, Ahmed writes, feels like an exposure/ a failure through the gaze of an ideal other, but it also involves an attempt to hide (2004:103, 106) . In this reading of the scene, participants identify with the 'ideal other'/Darren (who does not want to look at the 'old woman') and the 'old woman' who does not want to be seen (or is ashamed of being exposed). May's physical position is thus read as an 'attempt to hide' because, as Erikson says, 'in shame, one is visible and not ready to be visible' (cited in Ahmed, 2004:104) . The participants, I would suggest, are also not ready for the visibility of an ageing woman's body because it is an exposure of sorts for them ('please don't pull that sheet down', 'keep it out of sight', 'I can't bear to see it').
Margaret Cruikshank suggests that, [t] he shame of aging is perpetuated when old bodies are hidden from view'. Although 'young naked female bodies are everywhere,' Cruikshank laments the absence of naked bodies of older (2003:149) .
Following this logic, the visibility of ageing women's bodies will enable ageing to be seen and experienced as less shameful. Likewise, Martha Holstein argues that, for older women, 'to not be seen is the ultimate devaluation ' (2006:339) . Yet, the talk of many female participants in this study complicates this argument that the increasing visibility of older women as 'sexy oldies' is necessarily 'positive', enabling or empowering for women. In other words, for many participants, the visibility of an older woman's body does not undermine its devaluation. Rather, to be seen 'is the ultimate devaluation'.
In/conclusion
This discussion raises far more questions than it is able to address. Although the men and women in the focus groups identify and critique a gendered double standard of ageing, it is only the male participants who read the filmic portrayal of May as enabling viewers, as well as themselves to think about femininity, ageing and sexuality in new ways. In contrast, many female participants do not 'cheer' or give themselves 'permission' to look at this portrayal, even though they critique the invisibility of older women and experience this as disempowering. Gendered embodiment in ageing is, I suggest, central to contrasting responses to May as a 'sexy oldie'. The older women in the study 'embody the very discourses and bodily knowledges' (Murray, 2005:160) of ageing femininity (which they simultaneously critique). Their responses to the physical changes associated with ageing, and the portrayal of May, indicate that it is difficult to 'completely remove [themselves] from the discourses that constitute [them] as subjects' (Murray, 2005:159) . Or to put this another way, 'can we remove ourselves from the knowledges that have become so embedded in our sense of self, simply by changing our minds about our [old] bodies?' (Murray, 2005:161) . The notion of 'changing our minds about our bodies' is not about reifying the body/mind dualism, but rather that historically and culturally specific tacit bodily knowledges are embodied and deployed constantly (Murray, 2007) . And one of the ways bodily knowledges of ageing femininity are embodied by some female participants is through the corporeal intensities and articulations of disgust, self-disgust and shame. The affective responses to May thus work to complicate the argument that new representational practices of 'sexy oldies' necessarily disrupt the unwatchability of ageing femininity.
death of her husband goes to stay with her family in London. While there she has an affair with Darren, in his 30s (played by Daniel Craig), who is a builder working for her son and in a relationship with her daughter. The sex scenes between May and Darren are quite explicit and we see an older woman as both sexually desiring and enjoying sex/orgasm. May's daughter's encourages May to go out with a man her own age, Bruce, whom she goes to bed with (a disturbing scene of coerced sex). The film ends with May's son taking her back to her home where she packs her bags and heads out into the world. 2 See Hodgetts at al. (2003) for seniors responses (in New Zealand) to the TV documentary Golden Oldies; Chan and Leung (2005) who explore senior women's responses (in Hong Kong) to television advertisements of younger and ageing women; Healey and Ross (2002) who explore (UK) seniors' responses to images of ageing on television; De Lorme et al. 's (2007) analysis of seniors' responses (USA) to DTC prescription drug advertising. 3 Vares et al. (2003) examine how men in their 20s, 30s and 40s respond to advertisements for Viagra.
